Chronic hepatitis B: current testing strategies.
The worldwide burden of hepatitis B mandates accurate and timely diagnosis of patients infected with the hepatitis B virus (HBV) and the use of treatment strategies derived from evidence-based guidelines. HBV is a DNA virus that produces a series of viral protein products circulating HBV DNA. Serologic and nucleic acid testing are critical to disease prevention and treatment objectives. Information from such testing helps determine patients' infectivity and immune status, appropriate monitoring strategies, and the efficacy of treatment, as well as providing data that contributes to a better understanding of the natural history and epidemiology of the disease. This article reviews the clinical use of state-of-the-art serologic and nucleic acid tests, including the relevance of hepatitis B e antigen and antibody and HBV DNA measurements as markers of disease activity. Viral load can be used to distinguish between active and inactive disease, define response to therapy, and detect the development of antiviral resistance. Some recent reports have suggested that high viral load is associated with poorer patient outcomes (eg, more rapid progression to cirrhosis and a higher incidence of hepatocellular carcinoma). Durable suppression of HBV DNA is evolving to become the primary goal of therapy, although all currently licensed medications have used histology as the primary end point of therapy. Suggested frequencies for HBV DNA monitoring are presented.